Photo of Rev. Gerken, established first St. Francis of Assisi Mission on Walnut Street, which later 
became a public school in 1920. 
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Establishing a Mexican Mission In Abilene 


For a number of years the Spanish-speaking portion of Sacred Heart had been 
growing steadily. Spanish ministers such as Leguyader and Gagliardon had assisted 
sporadically. Reverend Rudolph Aloysius Gerken was ordained a priest in Dallas on 
June 10, 1917. Three weeks later, at age thirty, he arrived in his first priestly 
assignment, the pastorate of Sacred Heart Church in Abilene. Gerken, who spoke 
Spanish fluently, now set about developing a mission church for Abilene’s Mexican 
Americans. 


Gerken, one of first task was finding a location for the mission. At the end of 
February and the beginning of March 1918 he purchased three lots near Abilene‘s 
business district for $975. Situated just north of the present day City Hall, the lots 
were located on the east side of Walnut Street between North 6th and North 7th 
Streets. The Catholic Church Extension Society of Chicago donated money to assist in 
the Construction of a church building and work soon began on the modest building, 
to be called St. Francis of Assisi Mission. The church opened on July 19, 1918, and 
Rev. Gerken baptized a child there the following day. 


1. Sketched drawing of the first St. Francis Mission and school with the religious sister's house on the 
right. The church was built by Rev. R.A. 

> Gerken in 1918. The church was opened on July 19, 1918. Six Catholic 

> nuns, Sisters of Our Lady of Guadalupe, from Mexico, took charge of 

> the mission and even ran a small school for the Mexican children. The 

> house on the right was located at 609 Walnut Street. The mission 

> became part of Abilene public school system, a segregated school, for 

> Mexican children. The Board of Education rented the church as a school 

> for $35 per month each school year beginning in 1920. The church was 

> moved in 

> 1928 to the new property and placed on the North 8th and Treadaway side. 

> (Publisher unknown) 

> 

> 2. Photo of the four room pubic school (right) behind St. Francis of Assis Catholic Church on North 8th 
and Cottonwood Street. The school was completed in December of 1929 and closed in the fall of 1936. 
St. 


> Francis church was the former Sacred Heart Catholic Church, which was built in 1892 at North 5th and 
Hickory. The church was moved to North 8th an Cottonwood in August 1931 and the old St. Francis 
church became a social hall. 

> 

> Mike Hernandez 

> Arroyo Catclaw Digital 


